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China’s Creative 
Industries 
Challenges Matched by 
Opportunities
China’s growing economic, political, and 
military capacity is the most geopolitically 
significant development of the 21st century, 
which is already being branded ‘the Asian 
Century.’ Certainly the economic decline 
of the US and Europe has played directly 
into the hands of China’s nationalists, who 
yearn for a return to past glory and who seek 
symbolic retribution for almost two centuries 
of foreign oppression and humiliation. 
China has the oldest recorded written 
civilization in the world and is the home of 
many cultural treasures. But internationally, 
is China’s culture admired or is it just 
respected? Is ‘brand China’ attractive? In 
2011, former President Hu Jintao lamented 
China’s cultural weakness, saying: “The 
overall strength of China’s culture and its 
international influence is not commensurate 
with China’s international status. The 
international culture of the West is strong 
whi le we are weak.”  Moreover ,  weak 
perceptions of China’s cultural products 
compare unfavourably with the strong 
“brand” reputations of neighbours Japan and 
Korea.
Creativity or Culture?
Over 40% of cultural exports in 2012 were 
designed by businesses outside of China. The 
Chinese Mainland is the low-cost processing 
destination of choice for Japan, South 
Korea, Taiwan and Hong Kong. Significantly, 
the leading cultural export provinces are 
Guangdong, Fujian and Zhejiang, known for 
factories, migrant labour and sweatshops. In 
these provinces we find significant numbers 
of Asian bosses (laoban).
Enter the cultural and creative industries. 
These “new” industries have generated 
frenzied debate amongst China’s policy 
makers: but where should the emphasis 
be: on creativity or culture? The cultural 
industries, the terminology favoured by 
conservatives in the Ministry of Culture, are 
touted as “soft power industries,” a far cry 
from the propaganda state model that existed 
from the 1950s to the 1970s. In 2011, the 
Minister of Culture, Mr. Cai Wu, announced 
that cultural industries would become ‘pillar 
industries’ (zhizhu chanye), contributing 5%of 
GDP by 2016 (the estimated value in 2010 
was 2.78%. 
Cultural projects (xiangmu) are the subject 
of numerous government-funded reports. 
The proposition that greater investment in 
cultural and creative industries will transfer 
the unattractive “world factory” label 
elsewhere while resolving environmental 
problems is appealing; it is a good news 
story. The cultural and creative industries 
range from esoteric kunqu opera to animated 
videos, artworks, toys and fashion accessories. 
Artifacts are displayed for sale in theme 
parks, galleries and online sites. Content is 
generated in software farms, media clusters, 
incubators, factories and art zones. 
The national government has enacted policies 
to revitalise (zhenxing) Chinese culture 
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and to make it attractive internationally. 
Con fuc iu s  I n s t i tu te s  and  Con fuc iu s 
classrooms have sprung up internationally 
amid growing consternation about a clash 
with international values of academic 
freedom. China Central TV (CCTV), the 
torch bearer of Chinese Communist Party 
propaganda, beams its messages to the world 
in multiple languages. 
Government Investment, Creative 
Output
The most obvious manifestations of the 
cultural and creative industries in China are 
art zones, movie and animation bases, design 
clusters, and so-called incubators. These 
“creative clusters” represent a visible sign 
of the government’s intention to fast-track 
the cultural economy. All first-tier cities and 
most second-tier cities have poured funds 
into constructing cluster projects, most of 
which end up as real estate investment. 
High profile projects like Beijing’s 798 Art 
Zone in Dashanzi, Nanluo Guxiang Hutong 
in Beijing’s Dongcheng district, Shanghai’s 
bustling Tianzifang, and Shenzhen’s OCT Loft, 
are exceptions, drawing in tourists thanks 
to the proliferation of restaurants and bars. 
In a sense these function more as cultural 
quarters than creative spaces. 
In the case of 798 the success of Chinese 
art domestically, and on the world stage, 
provides the model (there are more than 
1500 art galleries in China and 40% of these 
are in Beijing). Other clusters based on the 
art production model, such as Shenzhen’s 
Dafen Oil Painting Village, while successful 
from an economic perspective, are more 
about imitation than innovation.
Animation and games are growth sectors, 
although the former suffers by comparison 
to Japan and South Korea. Nevertheless 
the central government through its various 
ministries and departments has ordained more 
than 30 ‘national animation bases.’ Most of 
these focus on outsourcing (as do many of 
the fashion production clusters in China). 
The most successful animation ‘base’ by 
output is the Hangzhou Hi-tech Development 
Zone Animation Park. On the other hand, 
gaming is a sector in which large companies 
are finding their feet; for instance Shanda 
Games and Perfect World. The annual 
revenue from online games in 2012 was RMB 
57mn, an indication of the propensity of 
Chinese youth to go online and at the same 
time avoid traditional media content.   
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China’s movie industry is regarded by its 
government as one of the great successes 
of cultural policy. More than 600 feature 
films are produced annually in China; 
however, many are political (propaganda) 
works that never make it to mainstream 
theatres. According to The Annual Report 
on International Culture Trade of China 
2012 published by Peking University, China 
exported 52 films to 22 countries in 2010. 
Most of these destinations were Asian; of 
this number 50 were co-productions, mostly 
with Asian partners. The total export revenue 
in 2010 was RMB 2.024bn, a decrease from 
RMB 2.77bnin the previous year and RMB 
3.517bnin 2010. China, it seems, is not doing 
so well without assistance from other parts 
of Asia.
Creative or Derivative?
Perhaps a more pertinent issue is the value 
of Chinese media among regional audiences. 
In marked comparison to the imaginative 
outputs of Japanese, Korean, Hong Kong and 
Taiwanese film, television and animation 
industries, China’s media is characterized by 
formulaic stories; its television is awash with 
lookalike entertainment programs localized 
from international formats.  Remakes, 
reversions and sequels of traditional tales 
dominate movies and TV serials. 
The process of entering the TV production 
market in China has become easier. TV 
production is now open to domestic investors 
in most genres. As long as prospective 
business operators have a registered capital 
investment of RMB 300,000, they can 
apply for a license from the administrative 
department of film, radio and television 
at provincial or central level. For overseas 
companies however the challenges are of 
a different order. Because overseas entities 
can’t hold a license to produce content for 
domestic screens, they need to form a joint 
venture or co-production arrangement with a 
Chinese partner. This mechanism offers a way 
to get into the market and is a strategy that 
works well for some.
Intellectual property remains a key hurdle. 
Although the TV industry is evolving rapidly 
there are persistent disputes about copyright 
infringement. Because of a limited number of 
genres compared to most international media 
systems, producers are constantly on the 
lookout for new formats; many of these are 
cloned from abroad. 
Moreover, even though new formats appear 
almost daily, content is constrained by 
regulators at the State Administration 
of Press and Publication, Radio, Film and 
Television (formerly SARFT).
The high number of channels (more than 
300) makes it difficult to establish the 
kind of program syndication marketplace 
that one finds internationally. In the past 
the market strategy was to fill schedules 
with similar content, especially TV serials. 
Because of this legacy few of the second 
and third tier channels are willing to pay for 
quality content. The networks that capitalize 
on advertising are the large municipal 
broadcasters, and of course China Central 
Television (CCTV), although the latter has a 
well-deserved reputation for not rewarding 
original content.
Digital Revolution
The digital landscape is evolving at frightening 
pace. In 2009 CNTV (China Net TV) was 
launched. It claims to be China’s largest 
online video repository of copyrighted 
content. Undoubtedly, this is true given its 
direct connection with CCTV archives but 
this connection doesn’t necessarily translate 
into consumer loyalty. CNTV’s stated mission 
to broadcast “China’s history and culture” is 
probably a recipe for consumer indifference, 
particularly in international markets habituated 
to modern stories and wary of state propaganda. 
While China seeks to impress the West with its 
cultural soft power, many people believe that it 
is yet to impress the “rest of Asia.”  
The introduction of satellite channels in the 
1990s created competing channels with 
national reach. Currently there more than 
50 satellite channels. Most household have 
a package of channels that includes at least 
several satellite channels. In addition, the 
establishment of international satellite TV 
distribution platforms such as DISH Network 
and Direct TV in the US and the online 
platform means that new audiences, mostly 
overseas Chinese, can access a suite of 
Chinese channels. 
The most significant development however is 
that content is accessed on small tablets as 
well as on large flat panel television screen 
and conspicuously displayed in taxis, subways 
and on transit platforms. “Smart devices” 
allow audiences to be users and content 
generators—as the tag line of BesTV, one of 
China’s new breed of content providers puts 
it, “from watching TV to using TV.” 
Access to digital video recorders means that 
people can watch when it suits; these flexible 
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viewing practices disrupt the traditional 
model of television production. While these 
changes began in international television 
systems, their impact is nowhere as obvious 
as in China. Many younger audiences are 
especially attracted to shorter “transmedia” 
formats that can be viewed on “second 
screens,” which makes it easy for content to 
be shared interactively and instantaneously 
with friends. 
Whereas getting access to the hearts and 
minds of Chinese viewers in the past was 
almost impossible, the existence of hundreds 
of community discussion forums provides a 
means for fans of international content to 
connect. Even if the content is not readily 
available, there are ways to access; some 
avenues like torrent sites and pirated DVDs 
are illegal but increasingly new online players 
are entering into content distribution deals 
and incubating new fast-moving formats and 
genres that exploit celebrity culture. 
Overall, the creative industries in China are 
a mixed bag. There is evidently creativity; 
however much of it is informal and online. 
The manifestation of the creative industries 
is overwhelmingly in tangible forms. Local 
government officials like to see (and touch) 
the evidence of their work. The potential 
growth of the intangible creative industries, 
i.e. digital media, however is enormous. 
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